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The new benefits trap 


thas become received wisdom that Brexit 

has condemned Britain to chronic labour 

shortages. Many of the migrant workers 
who used to staff our hotels and restaurants, 
install our bathrooms and look after our chil- 
dren, returned home during lockdown and 
never returned. Sometimes that is blamed 
on the end of free movement, other times 
more generally on Brexit Britain somehow 
having become less attractive in the global 
competition for people. 

It is a notion which is easily disproved, 
however, by a simple figure published this 
week by the Office for National Statistics 
which went woefully under-reported. There 
has been no drop in migrant workers in Brit- 
ain. On the contrary, there were 6.3 million 
foreign-born workers at the last count — a 
record high. This amounts to an extraordi- 
nary 19 per cent of all workers — higher 
even than the United States. We don’t hear 
much debate about these numbers. Perhaps 
that’s because, since Brexit, immigration has 
become less controversial — as one would 
expect with the system now being under 
democratic control. 

It is true that the number of EU-born 
workers in Britain has fallen slightly, from 
2.44 million to 2.39 million. But this has 
been more than offset by the rise in foreign 
workers from outside the EU. This figure has 
risen from 3.37 million to 3.86 million. Indi- 
ans, Nigerians and South Africans are now 
among the biggest groups of incomers. 

This was one outcome which the Brexit 
project hoped for: that Britain would stop 
being so skewed towards European migrants 
and become more open to those from the rest 
of the world. That was the benefit of being 
able to set our own migration policy: we could 
tailor it to suit the needs of the UK economy 
instead of being obliged to enact rules made 
elsewhere. Post-Brexit, entry requirements 
were lowered for non-Europeans and we now 


welcome as many migrants as at any point 
in our history. 

Contrary to myth, Brexit was not about 
hostility to immigrants. Its supporters want- 
ed to continue globalisation, but in a fairer 
and more sensible way. They wanted more 
border control to cope with the large demo- 
graphic shifts across the world. It’s no coinci- 
dence that since the EU referendum, Britain 
is now almost alone in Europe in having no 
populist party in parliament or with any seri- 
ous support in the opinion polls. 

However, the fact remains that there are 
huge labour shortages. Why does the num- 
ber of vacancies stand at a near record high? 
The mystery can be explained by another 


In lockdown, a system designed 
to help people into work was 


replaced by old-fashioned handouts 


under-reported figure released this week. 
While there may be just 1.5 million officially 
unemployed, there are 5.3 million on out-of- 
work benefits — sickness, incapacity and so 
on. That amounts to on average 13 per cent 
of the working-age population, and closer to 
a quarter in Hartlepool, Middlesbrough and 
Blackpool. Nearly a fifth of the population 
ate on out-of-work benefits in Birmingham, 
Glasgow, Liverpool and Hull. 

A record number of adults were helped 
into the workforce before furlough. But 
during lockdown, those reforms stopped. A 
system designed to reduce poverty by help- 
ing people into work — and to assess them 
according to what work they could do — was 
replaced by old-fashioned benefit handouts. 
Studies show that the longer people go with- 
out work, the harder it is for them to rejoin 
the world of employment — and furlough 
proved that point. As the pandemic subsided, 
extra effort should have gone into providing 
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job coaching and other support. Instead, that 
provision dropped. Now, those on Univer- 
sal Credit can avoid having a weekly meet- 
ing with a job adviser by taking on just nine 
hours of work a week. Given the sheer num- 
ber of job vacancies in Britain, the require- 
ment should be raised to (at least) 20 hours. 

The fact that 5.3 million are being kept 
on out-of-work benefits ought to be one of 
the most discussed aspects of British public 
life. But this scandalous number is not pub- 
lished by the government: it can be found 
only by diving deep into the official DWP 
database and even then it comes with a six- 
month lag. The figure is published regularly 
on The Speciator’s data hub, but nowhere 
else. Such is the lack of attention paid by 
the Tories to the welfare reform project that 
was the defining mission of David Camer- 
on’s coalition. 

There is still time to fix the labour mar- 
ket. The worsening economic downturn in 
Britain and America has some anomalies: by 
most people’s definition the United States is 
in recession, yet its recent jobs figures were 
incredibly strong. Britain, too, is probably 
in a recession, but it currently looks like a 
shallow one and at present there is plenty 
of work available for anyone who wants it. 
Inflation is now officially over 10 per cent — 
with predictions that it may hit 13 per cent in 
October. But there are signs that it may then 
fall quite quickly. 

That means now is the time for bold eco- 
nomic reform. For as long as the official 
number of job vacancies stands at almost 
twice the average of the last decade, there is 
no excuse for the Tories not to help people 
back into work. 

It may not be possible to avoid recession, 
but a severe one could still be prevented. All 
it would take is a dedicated government that 
does not try to fool itself, or anyone else, 
about the size of the task ahead. 
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in the garden. To me, this seemed 
an odd set of priorities. 
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HAPPY HOLIDAYS / 


Home 


he annual rate of inflation rose to 

10.1 per cent, its highest since 1982. 
Average wages rose by 4.7 per cent between 
April and June, but inflation in that quarter 
left average workers 3 per cent less well- 
off than before. The supermarket Iceland 
was to offer customers interest-free loans 
of between £25 and £100, repayable at 
£10 a week, to help them buy food. Sir 
Keir Starmer, the leader of the Labour 
party, called for £29 billion to be spent on 
freezing energy prices for six months for 
all consumers, rich and poor, partly to be 
paid for by extending the windfall tax on 
oil and gas. Railway workers belonging to 
the RMT union went on strike for another 
two days. In the week before 7 August, 
1,924 people crossed the Channel in small 
craft, bringing the total for the year to more 
than 20,000. Removal lorries were seen in 
Downing Street while Boris Johnson, the 
Prime Minister, was abroad on holiday. 


ine regions of England, including 

Yorkshire and Cornwall, were 
officially declared to be in drought. Rain 
then moved across the country. The leader 
of Plaid Cymru, which had readmitted the 
MP Jonathan Edwards after his suspension 
for assaulting his wife, called for him to 
leave the party again after Emma Edwards 
said she had not been contacted by Plaid 
Cymru during disciplinary proceedings. 
A skydiver who dressed as the Queen 
for a video at the opening of the London 
Olympics in 2012 was jailed for 18 months 
for pushing his girlfriend down stairs. 


6 


B ritain approved a Moderna vaccine 
effective against both the original 
Covid virus and an Omicron variant; 26 
million people will be eligible for a booster 
this year. The daily average for those dying 
with Covid fell below 130. The number of 
Covid patients in hospital in England was 
below 9,000, compared with 14,000 in July. 
Vaccinations for monkeypox were largely 
suspended because vaccine had run out; 
more than 3,000 cases had been reported. 


Abroad 


resident Emmanuel Macron of 

France supported a proposal by the 
International Atomic Energy Agency for 
investigators to go to the Zaporizhzhia 
nuclear power plant in Ukraine, occupied 
by Russia and operated by Ukrainian 
technicians under duress. A headquarters of 
the Wagner group of mercenaries fighting 
on Russia’s side in Luhansk was hit by 
Ukrainian artillery. Blasts were reported 
in Russian-occupied Crimea a week 
after explosions at a Crimean base left 
eight military aircraft destroyed or badly 
damaged. General Sir Jim Hockenhull, the 
head of British Strategic Command, told 
the BBC that Russia was moving forces 
from the Donbas to the Kherson area, which 
was under pressure from Ukraine. A ship 
chartered by the UN food programme 
and carrying 23,000 tons of wheat left 
Pivdennyi near Odessa, bound for the Horn 
of Africa, Germans must pay an extra levy 
of €480 on an average gas bill of €3,568, 
to meet the cost of finding sources in place 
of Russia. Argentina raised interest rates to 
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69.5 per cent as inflation rose to 70 per cent, 
its highest for 20 years. The Norwegian 
authorities killed a 94st walrus named 
Freya that had taken up residence in Oslo, 
for fear she might prove dangerous. 


ir Salman Rushdie, 75, was severely 
wounded by a man who stabbed him 
on stage at an event at Chautauqua in 
New York state. Hadi Matar, 24, pleaded 
not guilty to charges of attempted murder. 
In 1989 the Iranian supreme leader, 
Ayatollah Khomeini, had issued a fatwa 
calling for Sir Salman’s assassination for 
publishing The Satanic Verses in 1988. 
An Iranian spokesman said this week: ‘In 
this attack, we do not consider anyone other 
than Salman Rushdie and his supporters 
worthy of blame and even condemnation.’ 
A fire at the Abu Sefein Coptic church in 
the working-class Imbaba district of Giza in 
Egypt killed 41, including 15 children. 


he US Department of Justice said 

that releasing details of the warrant 
used to raid Donald Trump’s house in 
Florida last week could cause ‘irreparable 
damage’ to its investigation. Liz Cheney, 
a Republican critical of Mr Trump, lost 
the Wyoming primary to a candidate of 
whom he approved, Harriet Hageman. 
Deputy president William Ruto of Kenya 
was elected president but the opposition 
candidate Raila Odinga rejected the result. 
Scott Morrison, the former prime minister 
of Australia, secretly became joint minister 
for health, finance, the treasury and home 
affairs, according to Anthony Albanese, 
the current prime minister. CSH 


1 
1 
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POLITICS| KATY BALLS 


The Truss challenge 


hatever else you do, don’t step 
backwards,’ a man in the crowd 
shouts to Rishi Sunak as he 
stands on the edge of a swimming pool in the 
garden ofa Tory councillor’s home in Bushey, 
Hertfordshire. About 100 party members 
have gathered to hear Sunak’s pitch. It’s the 
first of three stops he’s making before a hus- 
tings in Cheltenham. The leadership race 
will be decided by around 160,000 Tory 
members — and Sunak seems to be trying to 
meet as many of them as he can. On each 
visit he offers a version of his stump speech, 
including jokes about his height and how, 
unlike Boris Johnson, he looks as though his 
mother brushed his hair. 

Every address he gives has a common 
theme: the economy. ‘We know inflation is 
the enemy, it makes everyone poorer,’ Sunak 
says. He positions himself as the candidate 
who tells people things they ‘don’t want to 
hear’. The implication is clear: he will speak 
the truth while Liz Truss will make prom- 
ises she can’t keep. Her allies say his agen- 
da lacks ambition and that she’s a woman of 
action — hence her pledge of tax cuts now. 

Polls attest that Truss’s vision is more 
popular with members, but Sunak’s mes- 
sage is gaining traction in the southern ‘blue 
wall’. It seems to go down well in this pros- 
perous small town on the outskirts of north 
London. ‘I think Liz will win but it’s a great 
shame,’ says Thomas, a pensioner. ‘I’ve got 
a credit card, you can’t put it all on the credit 
card.’ Another man tells me: ‘If she priori- 
tises tax cuts for the well off, people won’t 
forget that.’ 

This is Truss’s challenge. The favourite to 
enter No. 10 next month, she faces a daunt- 
ing first 100 days — to deliver tax cuts while 
guiding the country through crises in the cost 
of living and the NHS. Even her own backers 
privately have doubts about the high-stakes 
juggling act. ‘We are stepping into the great 
unknown,’ muses one Tory MP who would 
rather Truss than Sunak. 

Both teams are in discussion with the 
civil service about their ideas for govern- 
ment. The Sunak camp questions the polls 
and believes that everything is still to play 
for. Despite predictions that 50 per cent of 
members have now voted, most attending 
campaign events are yet to cast their ballots. 
They’re more likely to see Sunak than Truss 
who, as of this week, will be spending half 
her time planning for her premiership. 

Truss promises a September emergency 


budget that will either make or break her as 
prime minister: tax cuts which she says can 
be financed by extra borrowing and would 
promote growth. She is reluctant to give any 
more details until the contest is over, but 
she’ll have to take the edge off the energy 
price cap rise. A figure close to the centre of 
the party says there is recognition that this 
could require something ‘radical’. 

Kwasi Kwarteng, the Business Secretary, 
is expected to be her chancellor. The pair 
are old friends, having worked together on 
the Britannia Unchained book in their early 
political years. Both are members of the free 
market caucus of Tory MPs, and both strong- 
ly opposed Sunak’s windfall tax. They live 
near one another in southeast London, along- 


Dominic Raab won't be the only 
one sent to political Siberia. ‘Gove is 
done,’ says a Truss supporter 


side fellow Truss backer Lord Frost. ‘It’s the 
Greenwich mafia,’ says one supporter. 

While no appointment has been con- 
firmed, those close to the pair believe it 
could be the most amicable PM-chancel- 
lor partnership since David Cameron and 
George Osborne. A colleague predicts 
Kwarteng would ‘facilitate, not emasculate’. 
‘It helps that he doesn’t actually want to be 
prime minister,’ says a party figure — who 
adds that Kwarteng, an Old Etonian, isn’t so 
fussed about popularity. Which may be just 
as well given the spending cuts he could end 
up making. 

One Truss supporter says the first test of 
her premiership will come when she names 
her cabinet. Will she go for vengeance, or 
seek to unify the party by offering posts 
to her critics? ‘If it’s a jobs-for-the-girls 
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chumocracy, we’ll know that her project 
is doomed,’ an ex-minister argues. ‘So we 
should know pretty soon.’ 

It certainly seems probable that under 
Truss, the number of women in senior 
roles would rise. Thérése Coffey, her closest 
political ally, is expected to retain an impor- 
tant cabinet job. Suella Braverman is tipped 
for Home Secretary after a tough negotia- 
tion saw her row in behind Truss, instructing 
her Brexiteer backers to do the same, when 
she was knocked out early in the leadership 
contest. The hope is that Braverman will 
be able to use her legal expertise to tackle 
the small-boat crossings. Other posts will 
likely feature Penny Mordaunt, who has 
endorsed Truss, and Kemi Badenoch, who 
has kept her powder dry after being knocked 
out of the race. 

Meanwhile, Foreign Secretary could go to 
early Truss backer James Cleverly, a former 
foreign office minister — but Tom Tugendhat, 
who shares Truss’s hawkish ideology, can’t 
be completely ruled out. As for mending 
blue-on-blue wounds, Sunak will be offered 
something — although few think he will 
accept. Cabinet-office minister Michael Ellis 
is one of the Sunak supporters tipped for a 
tole, but not many more are expected to join 
him. Dominic Raab, who has described the 
Truss economic agenda as a ‘suicide note’, 
is unlikely to be forgiven. Nor will he be the 
only one sent to political Siberia. Michael 
Gove — who backed Badenoch — is expect- 


| ed to be left on the backbenches. ‘Gove is 


done,’ says a Truss supporter, and there is 
little love lost between the two after several 
disputes during their time in cabinet. 

Rewards for loyalty will likely extend 
to her staff team, While there is speculation 
that Lord Frost or No. 10 aide David Canzini 
could serve in Tmuss’s Downing Street, her 
former adviser Ruth Porter, who has played 
a key role on the campaign and knows Truss 
weil, is a probable pick for chief of staff. 

Of course, all this planning could come to 
nothing. Sunak will keep meeting members 
and wearing out his shoe leather (he has, in 
fact, literally worn a hole in his shoe), hop- 
ing that the polls are wrong and that Truss 
might implode. But those close to both can- 
didates think that, barring a miracle, the race 
is nearly over and Truss is only weeks away 
from becoming Britain’s third female prime 
minister. ‘She’ll make it to No. 10, that’s cer- 
tain,’ says one of her backers. ‘It’s making it 
to Easter that’s harder.’ 


Prima donna 


Giorgia Meloni is favourite to be Italy's next prime minister. 


Rome 
iorgia Meloni’s spacious 
office, on the top floor of 
Palazzo Montecitorio — Ita- 

ly’s House of Commons — has large 
French windows that adjoin its own 
huge rooftop terrace with spectacular 
views of the Eternal City. You could 
hold the party of the century up there 
if you were so minded. 

Perhaps she will, if she wins. The 
polls suggest that Meloni, 45, is on the 
verge of becoming Italy’s new prime min- 
ister in next month’s snap election, which 
follows the collapse of Mario Draghi’s une- 
lected national unity government. The Broth- 
ers of Italy, the party that Meloni co-founded 
just ten years ago, which got just 4 per cent 
at the last general election, leads the opinion 
polls as the senior partner in the coalition of 
the right, which includes Matteo Salvini’s 
radical-right Lega. The latter has fallen in 
popularity as fast as Meloni has risen. She 
may soon be the first ever woman leader of 
a stili-macho country at the beating heart of 
Europe — as well as Italy’s first democrati- 
cally elected (as opposed to bureaucratically 
appointed) prime minister in 14 years. 

Might this not all be a cause for cel- 
ebration across the Continent? No way. 
Most coverage of her in the international 
press argues that she is not conservative or 
‘centre-right’, as she claims, but something 
more sinister. 

When we meet, | get straight to the point. 
Why is she nearly always labelled ‘far-right’ 
by the international press — which is the 
modern way of saying (but not actually say- 
ing) fascist? 

She tells me it’s a smear campaign by 
her political opponents, who are ‘really well 
embedded’ in the nerve centres of power: 
especially the post-communist Democratic 
party, which is polling just behind Brothers of 
Italy but without the necessary allies to form 
a winning coalition. ‘Let’s face it,’ she says. 
‘The concerted attacks in rapid succession 


To 


What does she really believe? 


NICHOLAS FARRELL 


[against me] can only have a single director. 
The left is in control of the culture. It is the 
mainstream. Not just in Italy. They launch the 
cry for help: and everyone jumps to it.’ 

So incensed is she by the charge of fas- 
cism that last week she sent a video to for- 
eign correspondents based in Italy, in which 
she attests in three languages that she is not 
a fascist and poses no threat to democracy. 

Pint-sized and friendly, Meloni certain- 
ly does not look or sound like my idea of'a 


When we meet, [ get straight 
to the point. Why is she nearly 
always labelled ‘far-right’? 


fascist. She is dressed in a calf-length pleated 
white cotton skirt, a tight beige short-sleeved 
top and silver sandals. 

She is accused of having a ‘nakedly reac- 
tionary’ agenda — largely, it seems, because 
of her hostility to illegal migrants and to 
‘woke ideology’, which in a speech in Amer- 
ica earlier this year she blamed for (among 
other things) ‘destroying the foundations of 
the natural family’. 

Meloni now accepts gay civil unions 
(which have been legal in Italy since 2016) but 
opposes gay adoption. She says that a child 
has ‘the right to a father and a mother’. She 
opposes gender politics in schools, and what 
she calls in Italian-English ‘la LGBT lobby’. 
A passionate, occasionally manic speaker, 
she famously shouted at a rally in Rome in 


2019: ‘They want to call us parent 1, 
parent 2, gender LGBT, citizen X, with 
code numbers. But we are not code 
numbers... and we'll defend our iden- 
tity. Iam Giorgia. | am a woman. Iam 
a mother. | am Italian, I am Christian. 
You will not take that away from me!’ 

The speech went viral and was even 
made into a disco dance track which 
became a smash hit. I spot a framed 
platinum disc on the wall. Yes, it’s for 
the song. She cracks up and says: ‘It’s 
not real! It was a present!’ She laughs a lot. 
She also smokes the odd ultra-slim cigarette. 

There is no denying that Meloni and 
her coalition ally Salvini take a pretty hard 
line on immigration. In the past eight years, 
about 750,000 migrants have crossed the 300 
miles of Mediterranean that separate Libya 
from Sicily — many ferried across by NGO 
charity vessels on permanent standby. Such 
numbers make the fuss about those crossing 
to England from France seem petty. 

Meloni has often called for a naval block- 
ade to deal with the boats coming from 
Libya. ‘Racists are cretins, OK? But that 
doesn’t mean Ttaly must not co-ordinate its 
migratory flows.’ Her favoured solution now, 
she tells me, is for the European Union to pay 
Libya to stop departures and take back those 
who make it to Italy. In 2016, the EU paid 
Turkey €6 billion to do the same thing — 
with mixed results. 

‘The EU, because those migrants irri- 
tated Germany, for once got its act together. 
We must do the same thing with Libya. 
Europe must strike a deal to stop the depar- 
tures and open up hotspots in Libya to pro- 
cess asylum requests and distribute fairly 
across Europe only the genuine refugees. 
Borders exist only if you defend them. Other- 
wise they do not exist.’ Italy ‘needs a quota 
of migrants’, she says. But ‘the first rule is 
that no one must enter Italy illegally’. 

Doesn’t Italy need as many migrants 
as it can get? Its population is expected to 
decline from 60 million to 40 million by the 
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end of the century, because it has one of the 
lowest fertility rates in the world — 1.2 chil- 
dren per woman. Will it not soon be facing 
demographic disaster without immigrants? 
Well, the situation will not be helped if they 
are overwhelmingly men, she points out. 
‘The only thing to do is to solve the prob- 
lem at home and place Italians in a position in 
which they can have children. Women don’t 
want to have children, because they live in a 
society that makes them pay if they do. But 
they will, if instead they find themselves in 
a society that rewards them as mothers.’ A 
maternity wage is ‘a beautiful idea’, she says, 
but there is already child benefit and instead 
she talks of free kindergartens that are open 
for longer, of maternity leave paid for by the 
state rather than the employer, and of reduc- 
ing the tax burden on people with children. 
It is indisputable that Brothers of Italy 
are the heirs to Mussolini, in the sense that 
the party was founded in 2012 by Meloni and 
‘others who had been members of the neo- 
fascist Movimento Sociale Italiano (MSI) 
which was set up in 1946 by former fas- 
cists. In 1995, MSI became Alleanza Nazi- 


There is no denying that Meloni 
and her coalition ally Salvini take 
a pretty hard line on immigration 


onale and rejected fascism. Its then leader 
served as foreign minister and president of 
the Chamber of Deputies in successive Ber- 
lusconi governments. 

‘Thave no problem confronting this,’ says 
Meloni. “When we founded Brothers of Italy, 
we founded it as the centre-right, with its head 
held high. When I am something, | declare 
it. I never hide. If 1 were fascist, I would say 
that I am fascist. Instead, I have never spo- 
ken of fascism because I am not fascist.’ 

Plucking something from the depths of 
her phone, she tells me: ‘Here’s a declara- 
tion I made in 2006, nearly 20 years ago, that 
an Italian journalist published, a left-wing 
journalist ~ and I told him: ‘Mussolini made 
various mistakes; the racial laws against the 
Jews, the declaration of war, an authoritarian 
regime. Historically he also did other things 
that were good, but that does not save him.’ 

It’s not just left-wing international media 
that calls her ‘far-right’; the right does it too, 
mainly because they consider her relation- 
ship with fascism to be deliberately ambigu- 
ous. In last week’s video message she tried 
to address that: ‘The Italian right consigned 
fascism to history decades ago, condemning 
without ambiguity the suppression of democ- 
racy and the shameful laws against the Jews.’ 

She says: ‘In the DNA of Brothers of Italy 
there’s no nostalgia for fascism, racism, or 
anti-Semitism. There is instead a rejection of 
every dictatorship: past, present and future.’ 
What about those times when members of 
her party have been filmed doing the fascist 
salute? ‘They are a tiny minority,’ she says. 


First Snow 


[have in mind a snapshot of our son 


Upheld by you in a prospect of snow, 


Taken when he was less than half of one 


Ona cold mountain seven years ago. 


It was the first snow he was ever shown, 
Was blinded by and touched, and his cheeks glow. 
His puffer suit is white. His hat is green. 


Clearly the sky’s unmixed ultramarine. 


And [ recall he slept a long time after, 


Upright in the car seat I'd pulled from the jeep 


And stood up underneath the cabin’s rafters, 


So we could eat a long lunch during his sleep 


And he’d not hear the clatter of our laughter 


While we'd in Vin Santo our biscuits steep. 
Pp 


He left no footprints in the snow that day 


But made yours somewhat deeper I would say, 


‘I’ve always told my party bosses, even in 
memos, to exercise maximum severity with 
any manifestation of imbecilic nostalgia 
because those who are nostalgic for fascism 
are no use to us. They are only the useful 
idiots of the left.’ 

Italy does have two openly fascist parties 
— Forza Nuova and Casa Pound. Both polled 
less than 1 per cent at the last general elec- 
tion in 2018. 

The country’s electoral system —a hybrid 
of first-past-the-post and proportional repre- 
sentation — forces the parties (there are cur- 
rently 19 in its parliament) to form coalitions 
in an attempt to achieve a majority. In the- 
ory, the leader of the party in the winning 
coalition that gets the most seats is appointed 
prime minister by the president. But there is 
no rule insisting that a prime minister must 
be an elected politician — and because no 
coalition since Silvio Berlusconi’s in 2008 
has attained a majority of seats in both cham- 
bers, no prime minister since then has been a 
party leader, and four were not even elected 
members of parliament when appointed. 
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— Edward Clarke 


Meloni believes this system makes Ital- 
ian politics ‘politically fragile and therefore 
unstable’, and endemically short-termist. 
She wants to transform the Italian presiden- 
cy from being largely ceremonial, and cho- 
sen by parliament, into a French-style one 
that is elected by the people. Her so-called 
presidentialism is backed by Salvini and 
Berlusconi (aged 85 but still going as leader 
of Forza Italia, the third major party in their 
coalition). It is a big theme of the upcoming 
election. Her opponents claim it is more evi- 
dence of the threat she poses to democracy. 


eloni has a strong Roman accent which 

makes her the Italian equivalent of a 
Cockney. She and her older sister Arianna 
were born and brought up in a working-class 
area of central Rome by her mother Anna, 
who (among other things) wrote bodice- 
rippers to make ends meet. Their father, an 
accountant, abandoned the family shortly 
after her birth to sail with his mistress to the 
Canaries in a yacht called Cavallo Pazzo 
(Crazy Horse). 

Her father had not wanted a second child 
and so her mother had booked an appoint- 
ment at the abortion clinic — but halfway 
there she stopped at a bar, drank a cappuc- 
cino, ate a brioche, and had second thoughts. 

Meloni would ‘never ever’ have an abor- 
tion, she tells me, but supports Italy’s abor- 
tion law which permits it on demand up 
to 90 days. She herself has a five-year-old 
daughter but is not married to the father, a 
TV journalist, because although she believes 


Ir 


in traditional family values, he does not. 

At school she excelled but could not 
afford to go to university and instead worked 
as a babysitter, nanny, nightclub bar server, 
market stallholder and journalist, before 
becoming a full-time politician. In her 
recently published autobiography, she writes 
that she signed up to the MSI at the age of 
15 because the Sicilian Mafia had just killed 
the two top anti-Mafia prosecutors in Sicily. 
Desperate to do something, she chose to join 
because it was a fringe party that seemed 
untouched by the perennial corruption and 
uselessness of Italian politicians. At 31, she 
became the youngest ever government min- 
ister in Italy, as minister for youth in the last 
Berlusconi administration. 


bout six years ago—she is not sure exactly 

when — her estranged father succumbed 

to leukaemia in Majorca. ‘My father is dead 

and I do not feel any emotion towards him,’ 

she says. ‘This angers me, because I would 
like at least to hate him.’ 

She regards herself and Brothers of Italy 

as owing more to the late British conservative 

philosopher Roger Scruton than to the revo- 


‘The flame in the Brothers 
of Italy logo has got 
nothing to do with fascism’ 


lutionary socialist Mussolini. In her speech- 
es, she often quotes Scruton. ‘In all the many 
things he was so passionate about, from art 
and music to wine and being a country gen- 
tleman, he always knew how to embody the 
essence of conservatism as a way of life and 
never as an ideology,’ she tells me. 

‘I believe that the big challenge today 
globally, not only in Italy, is between those 
who defend identity and those who do not,’ 
she says. ‘That is what Scruton meant when 
he said that if you destroy something, you do 
not necessarily do something new and better. 
I'd probably be a Tory if 1 were British. But 
Pm Italian.’ 

That’s why she does not agree with 
Marine Le Pen’s policies of massive state 
intervention in the French economy, which 
is closer to the national socialist elements of 
fascism — something that began, it is usually 
forgotten, as an alternative left-wing revo- 
lutionary movement. And she promises to 
cut, not raise taxes. On foreign affairs, she 
is fervently on the side of Ukraine (there is 
a striking ambivalence in Italy about send- 
ing arms), declaring herself ‘on the side of 
a proud nation that is teaching the world 
what it is to fight for freedom’. She blames 
Joe Biden’s Afghanistan debacle for embold- 
ening Putin. 

One of her favourite mantras is ‘liberta’ 
(freedom), and her party was the only one 
to oppose Italy’s Covid vaccine passport 
regime, which was the most draconian in 
Europe, even banning the unvaccinated from 
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work. ‘They did things that in a democratic 
state should never happen,’ she tells me. ‘It 
is just surreal to think the state is telling you 
if you can or cannot work to earn a living to 
give food to your children. But they called 
us fascists because we contested the fact that 
people were no longer free.’ 

She is also inspired by another ‘giant of 
conservative thought’: J.R.R. Tolkien. Every 
3 January, she marks his birthday on her 
Facebook page, which has 2.3 million fol- 
lowers, and this year wrote: ‘He brought up 
so many of us with his stories, so rich in val- 
ues and meanings, which taught us to believe 
and to dream.’ She tells me that before we 
met, she imagined that I would look like 
Tolkien. “No! They used to call me Strider, 
Aragorn,’ I reply. 

“Me, Sam Gamgee.’ 

Why so? Because she was fat as a child. 
‘But without Sam Gamgee, nothing, noth- 
ing could be done. The truth is Sam is much 
more useful than Frodo.’ 

She goes on: ‘The Lord of the Rings is 
not a book that teaches you something. It’s 
a book that helps you discover who you are, 
which is something else. Above all, Tolkien 
has given me this understanding that power 
is not a conquest but an enemy, a problem 
that you must keep under control, ona leash.’ 

But you are about to get power, I say. 

“It scares me,’ she says. 

We come back to the f word. Her oppo- 
nents say no one will believe Brothers of Italy 
has no links with fascism until she removes 
the tricolore flame — the MSI’s old symbol 
~ from the party’s logo. Why doesn’t she? 

‘The flame in the Brothers of Italy logo 
has got nothing to do with fascism but is 
the recognition of the journey made by the 
democratic right through the history of our 
republic. And we’re proud of it.’ 

The closest Meloni gets to discussing 
fascism at any length in her book is near the 
end, in a passage in which she writes: ‘I have 
no fear repeating for the umptcenth time 
that I do not believe in the cult of fascism.’ 
And she describes Mussolini’s 1938 anti- 
Semitic laws as ‘detestable’. Why, [ ask, does 
she make so little reference to fascism? ‘It’s 
something that does not belong to me,’ she 
replies. Do you believe her? 


BEQnie 


Hosepipe ban lifted 
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Testing, testing 


When were A levels first sat? They can 

be traced back to the Oxford Local, an 
external examination for schools instigated 
by Oxford University in 1858. Out of 

401 candidates only 150 passed, with the 
Educational Times complaining that the 
questions were more searching than those 
on Oxford’s BA exam two decades carlier. 
— The first standardised national exam 
designed to be taken at 18 was the Higher 
School Certificate introduced by the Board 
of Education in 1917. In order to pass, 
candidates had to satisfy the examiners in 
a minimum of five subjects. The certificate 
was replaced by A levels in 1951. 


Bone-dry Britain 


How unusual is the drought? 

—This July was the driest month, averaged 
across England, since 1935, although parts 
of the south-east were the driest on record. 
— From January to July, Reading University 
measured 216mm of rain, the third driest 
period since records began in 1908. The 
driest was 1976 (159mm) followed by 1944 
(188mm). Over a slightly longer period, 
November to July, 2021/22 comes out as 
the third driest, with 283mm of rain, behind 
1988/89 (277mm) and 1975/76 (240mm). 


Holiday count-up 


The Prime Minister took a second holiday 
in the space of a month. How many holidays 
does the average Briton take in a year? 

— According to the ONS, UK citizens made 
93.1m overseas visits in 2019. Of these, 
58.7m were described as holidays and 
23.5m ‘visiting family and friends’. In 
addition, according to Visit Britain, British 
citizens took 60.45m holidays in Britain, 
19.83m of which were four nights or more. 
— The figures don’t quite cover every 
holiday as they exclude UK citizens who 
took holidays in Northern Ireland. But, on 
the assumption ‘visiting family and friends’ 
is really a holiday, it suggests the average 
Briton is taking around 2.1 holidays a year. 


Are we content? 
Britain might seem to be in crisis, but how 
happy are we? 
— 25.5% of over-16s reported a very high 
level of overall life satisfaction. 
— 46.9% are ‘mosily or completely satisfied 
with their health’ (little change from pre- 
pandemic -- it was 47.8% in 2018/19). 
— 21.8% say they suffer from depression or 
anxiety, up from 17.4% in 2014/15. 
— 4.3% say they are ‘fairly or extremely 


| unhappy in a relationship’, down from 


8.3% in 2013/14. 
— 6.5% of adults say they are lonely ‘often 
or always’ (up from 5.4% in 2016/17). 
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Hungry for great 
food ideas? 


SPECIATOR 
The Take Away 


newsletter 


The Spectator’s Vintage Chef Olivia Potts 
serves up her most popular recipes in The Take 
Away, a specially curated newsletter delivered 

to your inbox twice a month. 


As well as recipes, including everything from 
sweet cherry pie to showstopping steak Diane 
and homemade Scotch eggs, Olivia showcases 
the best in culinary writing from the magazine 
and beyond, recommends where and what 
to eat ~ and shows you how to do it in style. 


Sign up to The Take Away at 
spectator.co.uk/oliviapotts 
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Own a cartoon masterpiece 


Telegraph prints 
With quick wit and acerbic humour, Telegraph cartoon 
prints show the lighter side of today’s biggest issues. 
Theyre the perfect gift for anyone, especially yourself. 
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ORDER TODAY 


Visit telegraph.co.uk/blowerprints 
or call 0191 603 O178 


20% discount for Telegraph subscribers 


Censors charter 


The hidden harms in the Online Safety Bill 


eighing in at 218 

pages, with 197 

sections and 15 
schedules, the Online Safety 
Bill is a clunking attempt to 
regulate content on the inter- 
net. Its internal contradictions 
and exceptions, its complex 
paper chase of definitions, its 
weasel language suggesting 
more than it says, all positively invite mis- 
understanding. Parts of it are so obscure that 
its promoters and critics cannot even agree 
on what it does. 

Nadine Dorries, the Culture Secretary, 
says that it is all about protecting children 
and vulnerable adults. She claims it does 
nothing to limit free speech. Technically, 
she is right: her bill does not directly cen- 
sor the internet. It instead seeks to impose 
on media companies an opaque and intrusive 
culture of self-censorship — which will have 
the same effect. 

As things stand, the law distinguishes 
between online publishers (like The Spec- 
tator) that generate content and can be held 
responsible for it; and online intermediaries 
(Google, Facebook, etc) that merely provide 
online facilities and have no significant edi- 
torial function. Mere intermediaries have no 
obligation to monitor content and are only 
required to take down illegal material of 
which they are aware. 

The Online Safety Bill will change all 
this. The basic idea is that editorial responsi- 
bility for material generated by internet users 
will be imposed on all online platforms: 
social media and search engines. They will 
have a duty to ‘mitigate and manage the risks 
of harm to individuals’ arising from inter- 
net use. 

A small proportion of the material avail- 
able on the internet is truly nasty stuff. There 
is a strong case for carefully targeted rules 
requiring the moderation or removal of the 
worst examples. The difficulty is to devise a 
way of doing this without accidentally sup- 
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pressing swaths of other material. So the 
material targeted must be precisely defined 
and identifiable. This is where the Online 
Safety Bill falls down. 

Some of the material targeted by the 
bill is obviously unacceptable. Illegal con- 
tent, such as material promoting terrorism 
or the sexual exploitation of children, must 
be moderated or taken down. Such content 
is already banned under existing legislation. 
It is defined by law and can be identified 
with a fair degree of accuracy. Some mate- 


The whole concept of restricting 
material which is entirely legal is a 
patronising abuse of legislative power 


rial, notably pornographic images, must be 
restricted to adults: in practice, this requires 
online age verification. So far, so good. 

The real vice of the bill is that its pro- 
visions are not limited to material capable 
of being defined and identified. It creates a 
new category of speech which is legal but 
‘harmful’. The range of material covered 
is almost infinite, the only limitation being 
that it must be liable to cause ‘harm’ to some 
people. Unfortunately, that is not much of a 
limitation. Harm is defined in the bill in cir- 
cular language of stratospheric vagueness. It 
means any ‘physical or psychological harm’. 
As if that were not general enough, ‘harm’ 
also extends to anything that may increase 
the likelihood of someone acting in a way 
that is harmful to themselves, either because 
they have encountered it on the internet 


or because someone has told 
them about it. 

This test is almost entirely 
subjective. Many things which 
are harmless to the overwhelm- 
ing majority of users may be 
harmful to sufficiently sen- 
sitive, fearful or vulnerable 
minorities, or may be presented 
as such by manipulative pres- 
sure groups. At a time when even universities 
ate warning adult students against exposure 
to material such as Chaucer with his rambus- 
tious references to sex, or historical or lit- 
erary material dealing with slavery or other 
forms of cruelty, the harmful propensity of 
any material whatever is a matter of opinion. 
It will vary from one internet user to the next. 

If the bill is passed in its current form, 
internet giants will have to identify catego- 
ries of material which are potentially harm- 
ful to adults and provide them with options 
to cut it out or alert them to its potential- 
ly harmful nature. This is easier said than 
done. The internet is vast. At the last count, 
300,000 status updates are uploaded to Face- 
book every minute, with 500,000 comments 
left that same minute. YouTube adds 500 
hours of videos every minute. Faced with 
the need to find unidentifiable categories of 
material liable to inflict unidentifiable cat- 
egories of harm on unidentifiable catego- 
ries of people, and threatened with criminal 
sanctions and enormous regulatory fines (up 
to 10 per cent of global revenue). What is a 
media company to do? 

The only way to cope will be to take the 
course involving the least risk: if in doubt, 
cut it out. This will involve a huge measure 
of regulatory overkill. A new era of intensive 
internet self-censorship will have dawned. 


he problem is aggravated by the inevi- 
table use of what the bill calls ‘content 
moderation technology’, i.e. algorithms. 
They are necessarily indiscriminate because 
they operate by reference to trigger text or 
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images. They are insensitive to context. They 
do not cater for nuance or irony. They cannot 
distinguish between mischief-making and 
serious debate. They will be programmed to 
err on the side of caution. The pious injunc- 
tions in the bill to protect ‘content of demo- 
cratic importance’ and ‘journalistic content’ 
and to ‘have regard to’ the implications 
for privacy and freedom of expression are 
unlikely to make much difference. 

As applied to adults, the whole concept 
of restricting material which is entirely legal 
is a patronising abuse of legislative power. 
If the law allows me to receive, retain or 
communicate some item of information in 
writing or by word of mouth, how can it 
rationally prevent me from doing the same 
thing through the internet? Why should adult 
internet users be infantilised by applying to 
them tests directed to the protection of the 
most sensitive minorities? There are surely 
better ways of looking after the few who can- 
not look after themselves. 

It is bad enough to be patronised by law, 
but worse to be patronised by official dis- 
cretion. The bill will empower Ofcom, the 
regulator, to publish codes of practice with 
‘guidance’ and ‘recommendations’, which 
will become the benchmark for regulatory 
action against internet intermediaries. All 
this will happen under the beady eyes of min- 
isters. Ultimate power lies with the secretary 


It is no good saying Ms Dorries is a 
nice lady who'd never do anything 
horrid. Her successors may not be 


of state, who can direct them to change their 
guidance and specify categories of material 
which she regards as harmful. 

What might these categories be? The 
government’s White Paper and public state- 
ments by the Department of Culture, Media 
and Sport suggest that they wil! include ‘mis- 
information and disinformation’. There have 
been suggestions that this might include cli- 
mate change denial and Covid disinfor- 
mation. Ministers will say, citing section 
190(4), that their policies are aimed at the 
public good, so that material which under- 
mines them causes harm. It is no good say- 
ing that Ms Dorries is a nice lady who would 
never do anything so horrid. Her successors 
may not be. In a society which has always 
valued freedom of expression and dissent, 
these are powers which no public officer 
ought to have. 

We had a glimpse of this brave new world 
during the pandemic. Facebook, YouTube 
and the like were keen to curry favour with 
the government and stave off statutory reg- 
ulation by taking a ‘responsible’ view of 
controversial questions. YouTube’s self- 
censorship policy was designed to exclude 
‘medical misinformation’, which it defined 
as any content which ‘contradicts guidance 
from the World Health Organisation or local 


health authorities’. Criticism of government 
policy by David Davis MP and Talk Radio 
were temporarily taken down. The Royal 
Society, Britain’s premier scientific soci- 
ety, proposed ‘legislation and punishment 
of those who produced and disseminated 
false information’ about vaccines. This kind 
of thing is based on the notion that intel- 
lectual enquiry and the dissemination of 
ideas should be subordinated to authority. 
What the Royal Society meant by ‘false 
information’ was information inconsistent 
with the scientific consensus as defined by 
some recognised scientific authority, such 
as themselves. 


he Online Safety Bill has been put on 

hold until the new prime minister takes 
office. So it is worth reminding the success- 
ful candidate why Britain has traditionally 
rejected attempts by the state to control the 
flow of information. In part, it is an instinc- 
tive attachment to personal freedom. And in 
part it is a recognition of the politically dan- 
gerous and culturally destructive results. 

All statements of fact or opinion are pro- 
visional. They reflect-the current state of 
knowledge and experience. But knowledge 
and experience are not closed or immuta- 
ble categories. They are inherently liable 
to change. Once upon a time, the scientific 
consensus was that the sun moved around 
the Earth and that blood did not circulate 
around the body. These propositions were 
tefuted only because orthodoxy was chal- 
lenged by people once thought to be dan- 
gerous heretics. Knowledge advances by 
confronting contrary arguments, not by hid- 
ing them away. Any system for regulating 
the expression of opinion or the transmission 
of information will end up by privileging the 
anodyne, the uncontroversial, the conven- 
tional and the officially approved. 

We have to accept the implications of 
human curiosity. Some of what people say 
will be wrong. Some of it may even be 
harmful. But we cannot discover truth with- 
out accommodating error. It is the price that 
we pay for allowing knowledge and under- 
standing to develop and human civilisation 
to progress. 


SPECTATOR.CO.UK/ PODCASTS 
Lord Sumption and Baroness Nicky Morgan 
on the dangers of the Online Safety Bill. 
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ANCIENT AND MODERN 
Truss, Sunak and Cicero 


As Miss Truss and Mr Sunak spray 
policies around on a range of topics 
which they hope will appeal to 
Conservative members, Tory MPs 
agonise about whom to support, 
presumably with jobs in mind. The 
philosopher and statesman Cicero 
(106-43 Bc} was more interested in a 
politician’s personal qualities. 

The Roman state was a res publica. 
At one point in his writings, Cicero 
rephrased that as res populi, which he 
interpreted as ‘the possession of the 
people’. By that, he did not mean a 
democracy — Romans disapproved of 
the Greek experiment — but a state in 
which the people did have an active and 
meaningful interest. 

Further, while Romans had duties 
and obligations to nations, citizens, 
family and friends, for Cicero it was 
their devotion to the res publica which 
counted more than anything else: ‘there 
is no relationship that is more close or 
more dear than that which ties each one 
of us to the res publica’. 

Given that indissoluble attachment, 
what sort of person is it that Cicero 
wanted to go into politics? At one level, a 
man whose relationship with the Roman 
people duplicated the characteristics 
ofa true friend, i.e. affection (amo, ‘I 
love’, was the root of amicus, ‘friend’), 
goodwill, mutual advantage, generosity 
and most of all good faith. But on top 
of that, Cicero identified a long and 
impressive list of abstract qualities, 
often expressed in terms of value-laden 
nouns, of which a politician should be 
an example to all: justice, magnanimity, 
physical courage, fortitude, humility, 
temperance, propriety and self-control. 

Moreover, Cicero goes on, a politician 
must act solely in the interests of those 
entrusted to his care. There must be 
no scrambling for office; he raust treat 
political opponents with courtesy and 
forbearance; the more successful he 
becomes, the more he should seek the 
counsel of friends; and he should steer 
well clear of sycophants. Men of this sort 
could be trusted with the security and 
prosperity of the res publica. 

Truss and Sunak are keen to show 
their adherence to the Conservative 
party’s principles. Do they have any 
message about what they expect of 
their MPs? 

— Peter Jones 
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Ignorance is bliss 


e are all supposed to remember 
AY where we were when we heard 

that Mrs Thatcher had resigned 
(my mother rang me while I was having a 
late breakfast). But I will always have a much 
more vivid memory of where I was when I 
heard Boris Johnson had called it a day. I 
was at a mountain refuge in Andorra when a 
Dutch hiker told me: ‘I’ve just spoken to my 
wife and she tells me your Boris Johnson has 
resigned.’ It turned out to be four days after 
the actual event. Between Boris appearing at 
his Downing Street lectern and me hearing 
about it I had managed to walk 100 miles 
across three countries, scale nearly a Mount 
Everest-worth of mountain passes and sur- 
vive in my skimpy tent the foulest thunder- 
storm I have ever known. 

To be about the last Briton to find out that 
the Prime Minister had quit is perhaps a bit 
embarrassing for someone who writes about 
politics. But there is something inside me 
that rather enjoyed being a latter-day Hiroo 
Onoda — the last Japanese soldier to find out 
that the second world war was over, sur- 
rendering on an island in the Philippines in 
1974, Thanks to smartphones, holidays are 
no longer sanctuaries from the 24-hour news 
cycle. The blissful news blackout of a plane 
flight is being eroded as airlines start to relax 
a ban on mobile phones. 

Even so, I managed to find the perfect 
place to take a sojourn from 2022. Several 
months ago, I reached one of those mile- 
stones in life which you can’t ignore: I 
became old enough to move into sheltered 
accommodation. I thought I would mark the 
occasion by strapping on a backpack and 
walking the 500 miles of the Haute Route 
de la Pyrenées, from Hendaye on the French 
Atlantic coast to Banyuls-sur-Mer on the 
Mediterranean, taking in the highest peaks 
in between. This is a trip I had long wanted 
to do, but just lacked the time. 

It is not a light undertaking. There is 
150,000 feet of ascent along the way, much 
of it over boulders and paths of splintered 
granite. It is a province mostly of lone men 
with makeshift beards who can be seen 
skulking in the very occasional café, demol- 
ishing croissants as if it is their first meal in 
days — and it probably is. 

Unless you know how to field-dress a 
marmot, finding the calories to keep going is 


My holiday from the news 


ROSS CLARK 


as big a challenge as slithering up the slushy 
snow which overlays the fragmented gla- 
cier of Aneto, the highest peak. Once you 
have passed a Spanish convenience store 
freshly shuttered for its long siesta, it can be 
a four-day hike to the next one. The saving 
grace are the mountain refuges. They com- 
bine the dormitories of Dotheboys Hall and 
third-world sanitation with surprisingly good 
food, although I hate to think of the carbon 
emissions involved in helicoptering salads to 
a hut at 2,000 metres. 

The challenge lies in trying to get the 
weight of your backpack down to the bare 


For days I found myself tramping 
through zero-bar country, with no 
connection to the outside world 


minimum, to the point I discarded any 
books, cut my maps in half and dumped my 
normal tent for a pricey but super-light bivvy 
bag which left me, during the thunderstorm, 
with an unfortunate choice: leave it unzipped 
and get wet or zip it up and suffocate. I met 
one hiker along the way who had managed 
to lose the sole pair of underpants he had 
brought on the trip — and, hurrying to a small 


‘The artificial lawn could 
do with vacuuming.’ 
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Spanish town about to settle into its eight- 
hour siesta, could only find women’s knick- 
ers to replace them, 

But oh, the isolation. For days I found 
myself tramping through zero-bar country, 
two or three mountain passes a day, each 
three or four thousand feet high, with no 
connection to the outside world. Until, that 
is, I made a discovery: it was often possible 
to get a mobile phone signal just at the top of 
the peaks. From then on, the spell was bro- 
ken and I found it hard to resist trying to fol- 
low the Tory leadership election, obtaining 
an update at each summit. 

Even a few days away from the news 
seems to destroy one’s judgment. The night 
after I heard of the PM’s resignation, I awoke 
shivering at 5 a.m. as a rime of frost built 
up on the outside of my tent (it’s a different 
world at 2,400 metres, even in a scorching 
July). No, it couldn’t be Rishi Sunak, I rea- 
soned — the business of his wife’s non-dom 
status had fataliy damaged him. Liz Truss? 
No, far too shrill — Tory MPs would see she 
would frighten the voters and never win 
an election. At that hour, all logic seemed 
to point to Sajid Javid — who, I learned by 
the time I had trod the scree to reach the 
summit of the 2,900m Puig Carlit, had been 
eliminated without even enough MPs to back 
his candidature. 

When I arrived on the Med, 28 days after 
leaving Hendaye, I was fully back in touch 
with the news from Blighty. I learned that 
Britain was about to suffer a 40°C heatwave, 
which according to the Met Office meant it 
wouldn’t be safe to go outside. And as if that 
wasn’t bad enough, I read on the BBC that 
south-western France was apparently in the 
grip of a ‘heat apocalypse’ ~ which, although 
it had been hot, touching 37°C in the after- 
noon, came as a slight surprise given that 
I had just hiked 25 miles, passing numer- 
ous other unparched people on the way 
and failed to spot a single one of the wild- 
fires which had apparently consumed huge 
swaths of the country (although I did pass 
through some smoke outside Bordeaux on 
the train home). 

Back to the world of news. It is fun, as 
ever, to be plugged back into our 24-hour 
media. But I have to say there are times 
I pine for my four weeks spent largely oblivi- 
ous to it all. 
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Unfit for purpose 


The General Medical Council has lost the trust of doctors 


octors make mistakes. We mess up, 

have lapses in judgment, do stupid 

or downright wrong things. Some 
break the law, some violate trust. Patients 
place their wellbeing, and sometimes their 
lives, in our hands. So it’s only right that 
we are held to account. All good doctors 
want scrutiny. 

Our regulator, the General Medical Coun- 
cil (GMC), is supposed to be there to uphold 
the standards of the medical profession. It’s 
meant to help maintain the trust that the pub- 
lic places in us. This, of course, gives it an 
extraordinary amount of power: it can take 
away livelihoods. 

But the GMC has lost our trust. Many 
doctors feel that the organisation is now 
out of control, hellbent on pursuing petty 
indiscretions above all else. Increasingly, it 
looks like a vindictive, sclerotic and over- 
ly bureaucratic embarrassment that assumes 
a degree of guilt from the start and aggres- 
sively pursues doctors as a result. After a 
number of appallingly misguided cases, the 
doctor’s union, the British Medical Associa- 
tion (BMA), has called for a complete over- 
haul of how the GMC operates. 

The impact of a GMC investigation, 
which is often deeply adversarial, cannot be 
overestimated. Decisions can take months, 
sometimes years, meaning that doctors are 
left in limbo for significant periods of time, 
frequently over bewildering, vexatious or 
inappropriate referrals. 

Most doctors who have been referred talk 
about the tremendous toll an investigation 
takes on their mental health. In fact, I know 
this from personal experience: I was referred 
by a patient who made an incredibly serious 
allegation that 1 had assaulted them while 
assessing them in A&E. Despite two police 
officers being present throughout the assess- 
ment, and two other members of staff also 
accompanying me — and there being CCTV 
of the entire encounter which showed I didn’t 
even touch the patient, let alone assault them 
~ the process took 11 months. 

During that time I felt a cloud was con- 
stantly hanging over me. My sleep suffered 
and I lost so much weight that colleagues 
thought | was ill. Asurvey by the Medical Pro- 
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tection Society highlighted that 72 per cent of 
respondents felt their GMC investigation had 
a detrimental impact on their mental and/or 
physical health and, tragically, between Jan- 
uary 2018 and December 2020, 29 doctors 
died while under investigation or being mon- 
itored. Five of these deaths were confirmed 
as suicides, 

The BMA’s call for a full review of the 
GMC follows a recent case which attracted 
the ire of virtually the entire medical profes- 
sion. Dr Manjula Arora, a Manchester GP 
who trained in India before moving to the UK 
in the early 1990s, was referred to the GMC 
over ‘dishonesty’ relating to a laptop. The 


Increasingly, the GMC looks like 
a vindictive, sclerotic and overly 
bureaucratic embarrassment 


incident in question took place in 2019 and 
2020 while she was working for Mastercall, 
which provided a clinical assessment service 
for the North West Ambulance Service. 

Dr Arora had emailed her medical direc- 
tor to ask about getting a new work laptop 
and had been told that, while none was cur- 
rently available: ‘I will note your interest 


when the next rollout happens.’ She later told 


the IT department over the phone that she 
had been ‘promised’ a laptop by the medi- 
cal director. The GMC representative, Carl 
Hargan, accused her of lying about being 
promised one because the medical director’s 
email was ‘entirely unambiguous’. 


‘I’m afraid I planted that story 
about me being away.’ 


Because of this misunderstanding, Dr 
Arora had ‘brought the medical profes- 
sion into disrepute’. The tribunal (at which 
the GMC is represented against doctors by 
a team of its own lawyers) concluded that 
although “Arora had not set out to be dishon- 
est, and that she had not set out to mislead 
IT... she had exaggerated her position in her 
use of one inappropriate word’, The entire 
case, therefore, rested on the use of the word 
‘promised’ and it was deemed she had been 
dishonest. After a nine-day trial, she was sus- 
pended for a month. 

In an editorial earlier this year, the doc- 
tor’s in-house journal, the 8M/, branded the 
case an ‘embarrassment’ for the GMC, one 
that had been pursued ‘without an ounce of 
compassion’. It argued that the organisa- 
tion has lost all sense of perspective. After 
a backlash, the GMC said it would not chal- 
lenge Dr Arora’s appeal and called for her 
suspension to be dropped by the High Court. 
But many doctors have seen this as yet one 
more example of the GMC fundamentally 
failing to assess what is and what isn’t an 
appropriate referral. 

Four years ago the profession was pro- 
foundly shocked by the case of Dr Hadiza 
Bawa-Garba, a junior doctor working in 
paediatrics, who was struck off the medical 
register after the death of a six-year-old boy. 
A tribunal had originally recommended that 
she be suspended for a year but the GMC 
appealed the decision and she was struck off. 
The case later went to the Court of Appeal 
and she was reinstated. That the junior doc- 
tor should have been held accountable and 
lose her livelihood in this way was awful; 
she was made a scapegoat. 

Few others were blamed. The consult- 
ant in charge on the day, and who was medi- 
cally responsible for the young boy’s care, 
received no formal consequences. The case 
was complex but there was a widespread 
sense that the GMC had failed to take into 
account the extenuating circumstances of the 
case: that the pursued doctor was the most 
junior member of medical staff; that she had 
just returned from an extended maternity 
leave; that three medical colleagues were 
absent for much of her shift; that she had had 
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no break; that there had been an IT failure 
at a crucial moment; and that the issue was 
related to safety in the NHS, not the failure 
of a single junior doctor. 


he strength of feeling about the case 

was unprecedented. A BMJ-backed 
study looking into its impact summarised 
the concern: ‘Many doctors felt that a dis- 
tinction should be drawn between uninten- 
tional error and egregious violations, with 
an onus on systems as opposed to individ- 
uals, and that moral intention, as opposed 
to clinical outcome, should influence deci- 
sions on doctors’ culpability in cases of harm 
to patients.’ 

It was argued that the GMC’s approach 
led to a culture of blaming individuals with- 
out judging the system they are part of. Else- 
where, there were concerns that Bawa-Garba 
had been unfairly pursued and if she had 
been white (she is black, from Nigeria) the 
results would have been different. 

Certainly the official statistics appear 
to suggest that something is going on. The 
GMC itself notes that doctors from ethnic 
minorities are twice as likely as white doc- 
tors to be referred by their employers for 
fitness-to-practice concerns, while the refer- 
ral rate for doctors who qualified outside the 
UK is three times higher than that for British 
doctors. Indeed, the racial bias of the GMC 


DON'T WorRy, 
VM STILL Iw 
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is one of the main issues that the BMA have 
raised in their complaint. 

In another troubling case which caused 
widespread anger, a consultant urologist, 
Omer Karim, faced ‘years of turmoil’ after 
being racially discriminated against by the 
GMC. He had been referred to the organisa- 
tion by the trust he worked for after he blew 
the whistle on bullying, discrimination and 
poor practice. He underwent a fitness-to- 
practice investigation by the GMC that last- 
ed more than four years and in the end was 
found to have done nothing wrong. But in 
the meantime Mr Karim, a leading author- 
ity on robotic surgery in kidney and prostate 
cancer, lost his private practice. He felt he 


had no choice but to leave the trust too, after 
a settlement that enabled him to work else- 
where in the NHS. He also sold his family 
home of 20 years and, in order to help with 
costs, his daughter left her private school. 

In 2018 he brought claims against the 
GMC and it was found the GMC was ‘look- 
ing for material to support allegations against 
Mr Karim, rather than fairly assessing mat- 
ters presented’. Here was a body pursuing a 
case to make a point and avoid embarrass- 
ment for an NHS trust. The case also showed 
once again how GMC investigations can 
take years, leaving doctors — their lives and 
their livelihoods — hanging in the balance. 

The BMA has argued that the GMC is 
imposing fitness-to-practise sanctions ‘on 
vulnerable doctors in order to send a mes- 
sage to the wider medical profession’. Far 
from protecting the public and upholding 
standards, the GMC appears to be increas- 
ingly damaging workforce morale. Doctors 
now doubt that if they are referred they will 
be treated in a just and consistent manner. 

We no longer trust that the GMC will 
treat us fairly and protect us from malicious 
or false accusations. And as any good doctor 
will tell you, once trust is lost, it’s incredibly 
hard to win back. 


Max Pemberton is a practising doctor 
and a columnist for the Daily Mail. 
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Might cryptocurrencies stage a return? 


his time it was surely all 

over. As inflation started 

to rise towards a 40-year 
high, as central banks started 
raising interest rates for the first 
time in more than a decade, and 
as the monetary printing presses 
finally stopped running, the crypto- 
currencies crashed. 

What a crash it was. Bitcoin, 
the best-known crypto, fell all the 
way from $61,000 last Novem- 
ber to less than $19,000 in June, 
a spectacular drop of more than 
two thirds. Ethereum, Solana and other, 
frailer ‘coins’ -- as well as the even flimsier 
digital collectors’ items known as NFTs — 
all tanked. This appeared finally to confirm 
what the doubters had said all along. Crypto- 
currencies were nothing more than the latest 
in a long line of speculative manias: a 21st- 
century version of the Dutch Tulip Bubble 
of the 1630s. It was bound to pop sooner or 
later, and it had. 

Hold on, though. In fact, something 
more interesting is happening. The cryp- 
tos may have collapsed, but now they are 
steadily coming back. Since the middle of 
June, Bitcoin has clawed its way to almost 
$25,000. Ethereum has doubled in value dur- 
ing the last month, rising from slightly over 
$900 to $1,800. Solana has gone from $30 
to $45. The list goes on. 

None of the cryptocurrencies has yet 
got close to recovering their peaks, and this 
may turn into what the traders call a ‘dead- 
cat bounce’. But the events of the past few 
weeks have perhaps started to look like a 
durable recovery, one that should run for 
several months. 

This is what makes cryptocurrency dif- 
ferent from typical investment mania. After 
the crash of the frenzied tulip market, the 
bulbs never came back (except of course in 
gardens). After the popping of the South Sea 
Bubble in 1720, the South Sea Company 
staggered on until 1853 but it never reached 
its former heights. Radio stocks, part of the 
huge run-up in the 1920s bull markets, didn’t 
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return to their old prices after the Great 
Depression. The Japanese market, the big- 
gest post-war bubble, is still a long way short 
of its 1989 peak. Once a real bubble bursts, 
it’s over, and everyone moves on. 

Cryptos are not like that. They remain an 
almost insanely volatile investment. If you 
bought anywhere near the top of the mar- 
ket, this has certainly been a punishing year 
to hold any of the main cryptocurrencies, 


Speculators piled into cryptos 
during lockdown, partly because 
there wasn't much else to do 


Even the jovially named Dogecoin, original- 
ly set up to satirise the whole crazy boom, 
fell from $0.33 last November to just $0.06, 
a fall of more than 80 per cent. 

The stock market may have taken a pum- 
melling over that period, along with most 
other assets. But it was the cryptos that suf- 
fered the worst carnage, burning a generation 
of investors who had jumped on the band- 
wagon as it gathered momentum. 

So it was easy — too easy perhaps — to 
make a case that crypto was finished. The 
currencies never had any real substance, said 
the experts. They were the froth of the finan- 
cial bubble, generated by a decade of ultra- 
cheap money during which central banks 
printed cash on an unprecedented scale. 
Speculators piled into them during lock- 
down, partly because there wasn’t much else 


to do. But as the easy-moncy era 
came to a crunching end, they were 
exposed as worthless. 

Worse still, they had been sold 
as a protection against inflation: a 
form of digital gold that, because 
the supply is strictly limited, would 
hold their value even as govern- 
ments debauched their currencies 
and drowned in debt. Yet once infla- 
tion did arrive, hitting 9 per cent or 
more in most major economies, the 
cryptos promptly collapsed. They 
weren’t a store of a value after all. 

And none of them, not even Bitcoin, 
is seriously used by the masses as curren- 
cies either. So what was the point of it all? 
Nobody knew — until the latest rally began, 
and suddenly everybody has begun to believe 
that crypto is ‘the future of money’ again. 

Bitcoin has now been through four major 
crashes, and several minor ones. But every 
time it has recovered. In 2011, it rose from $2 
to $32 in frenzied trading, then fell back to 
a single cent. In April 2013, it soared again, 
rising to $260, before crashing back down 
to $50. In 2017, it went on an epic bull run, 
going all the way up to $20,000 before col- 
lapsing again, settling below $12,000, and 
remaining in the doldrums for most of 2018. 

Then came the epic charge of 2020 to 
2021. Serious funds started directing seri- 
ous money into cryptocurrencies and even 
NFTs. Elon Musk, the world’s richest man, 
put huge chunks of his assets into cryptos. 

Collapse seemed inevitable and it was. 
But that just seems to be what cryptos do. 
They boom, then bust, and then the whole 
cycle starts all over again. They may be 
heading south once more by the time you 
read this article. But here is the key part: 
each time around, the peak has always ended 
up higher and the floor tends to as well. 

In that respect, then, cryptocurrencies 
are starting to look a lot more like a nor- 
mal financial asset, whether equities, gold, 
property or the dollar. On the other hand, it’s 
also possible that we’ve never seen anything 
quite like them. 
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What art will represent us’ 


t glows. The whole painting glows. 

Glows not just with the way the light 

from a fire unseen beyond the artist’s 
frame reflects in his glistening eyes; reflects 
in the moist redness of his almost girlish lips; 
reflects in the folds of his turban and silky 
grey sash. It glows too from an inner radia- 
tion, glows from his character. 

We have in Britain some arcane tax legis- 
lation that can bring a harvest that’s anything 
but arcane. The recent acquisition of Joseph 
Wright of Derby’s ‘Self-Portrait at the Age 
of about Forty’ (c. 1772) has been made pos- 
sible ‘in lieu of inheritance tax... under a 
hybrid arrangement and allocated to Derby 
Museums... with further support from the 
National Heritage Memorial Fund’, Private 
individuals like Robert M. Kirkland and 
other donors and foundations have helped 
too, The result is that the self-portrait of the 
great 18th-century artist of the Midlands 
industrial revolution has come home. 

It has just been put on display, the cen- 
trepiece of an entire gallery room devoted 
by the Derby Museum and Gallery to their 
city’s greatest artistic son. Wright doesn’t 
just happen to come from Derby and didn’t 
just happen to live in the English Midlands 
when Sir Richard Arkwright revolutionised 
the spinning industry at Cromford Mill, 20 
miles up the river Derwent. These realities 
and this world made him, and made his art. 
There are such things as soundtracks to an 
era; there are also artworks that frame it for 
us — and Joe Wright has that distinction. He 
brings to us the excitement of scientific and 
industrial progress. 

I went last week to see the acquisition in 
its new setting. It has been beautifully done. 
All around the walls are Wright’s paintings: 
portraits, real and imaginary scenes, land- 
scapes, families with wondering children 
caught by his brush as they gaze at scien- 
tific experiments, blacksmiths at their anvil. 
And in the centre, ingeniously displayed so 
you can walk round to the back of it, is the 
self-portrait: surely his best, self-consciously 
exotic and dressed up for the role of cele- 
brated master of his art. And the reason 
you'll want to see the back is that, to save on 
expense, he used a canvass he’d employed 
for a first study for his famous ‘An Experi- 
ment on a Bird in the Air Pump’. 


[ had an hour between trains, and took a 
taxi to the gallery, giving me about half an 
hour to inspect. I could have spent that time 
just staring at the self-portrait. Some paint- 
ings need distance, but you can get right up 
close to this, face to face with the subject. I 
almost feel I know him now. 

Wright painted portraits, of course, for 
money. But with many of those on these 
walls one gets the strongest intimation that 
he knew and had judged his sitter. Look in 
particular at his huge portrait — the definitive 
work — of Sir Richard Arkwright; then at his 
portrait of the innovative Belper milfl-owner, 
Jedediah Strutt (no knighthood because he 
was a convinced Unitarian). Strutt’s belief in 
social obligation is still evident in the design 


More than two centuries on, it’s easy 
to see how Joseph Wright of Derby 
illustrated his era in the Midlands 


and proportions of the mill-workers’ houses 
he built, and when William Gaskell (Unitar- 
ian minister and husband of the celebrated 
novelist) visited Belper he thought it a shame 
there were not more factories owned by such 
‘men of enlarged benevolence and active phi- 
lanthropy’. Sir Richard was altogether more 
ruthless: a hard-driving man. And you can 
see it in both portraits: Arkwright proud, fat, 
cocky, domineering; Strutt gentle, thought- 
ful-looking, with a kind of inner light. And 
then Arkwright’s son Richard: expensively 
dressed, wife in a hat with bows big enough 
to dwarf Liz Truss’s extravagances, her hus- 
band almost dandified with a hint of weak- 
ness in his face, the rich man’s son. 

There’s no doubt that the paintings of 
industry and scientific experimentation 
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‘It’s like being in government 
but with more to do.” 
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dominate the works. Alone, almost plaintive 
in the gallery company she must keep, is a 
huge portrait of an imagined American Indi- 
an princess, widowed, out on a hillside keep- 
ing watch over the sacred objects of her dead 
husband’s inheritance. In the sky behind her 
is the most vivid painting of lightning I’ve 
seen. Perhaps Joe Wright sensed the portents 
for her way of life — just as in his beautiful 
painting of Needwood Forest near Derby, 
now part of the National Forest but then all 
but destroyed by an epoch for which, in a 
sense, Wright was the court artist. 

I said earlier that epochs may have artis- 
tic backdrops just as they may have musi- 
cal soundtracks. From the perspective of 
more than two centuries, it’s easy to see how 
Joseph Wright of Derby illustrated his era in 
the Midlands. Two centurics from now, will 
there be fine art or sculpture that says ‘early 
21st-century Britain’ with the confidence 
that Wright could command? 

I cannot say I can see what the candidates 
might be, but perhaps that’s because we’re 
in the thick of it, and time will thin down the 
extraneous to the core. However I do think 
we can do it now for the 1950s, when I was 
a boy. That neon fluorescent light-changing 
installation that used to flash beside 
Waterloo Bridge in London; Henry Moore’s 
strange figures; the look and feel of the Fes- 
tival of Britain on the South Bank; Dan 
Dare, Pilot of the Future, in the Eagle comic, 
with his evil adversary, the Mekon; and the 
germ-free, lifestyle-themed advertising that 
seemed to usher us into a world of hygiene 
and vitamins. I used to collect copies of Do 
It Yourself magazine, where you enter this 
world: ‘contemporary’ living; clean lines; 
wipeable Formica surfaces; domestic appli- 
ances that banished drudgery. This was a 
post-war Britain that felt as though we were 
inhaling the fresh air of modernity. Away 
with frills and dark mahogany wardrobes; in 
with fitted cupboards, Nylon and Bakelite. 

These, alongside portraiture that had no 
time for detail and display, or impedimenta 
around the margins, no time for curtains and 
cushions and fusty book-lined backdrops, 
but tried to cut to the chase: these illustrated 
the age. An age of functionality, an age of 
reason, was at last upon us. It all feels so 


| dated now, almost like a dead end. 
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LIONEL SHRIVER 


The shameful truth: terrorism works 


his is a bleak version of looking 

on the bright side, but what’s aston- | 

ishing about last week’s vicious stab- 
bing in upstate New York is that such an 
attack didn’t occur decades ago. However 
sickeningly incapacitated at present, 
Salman Rushdie himself would doubt- 
less agree. Having survived unharmed for 
33 years under a death sentence -- endorsed 
by a depressingly hefty proportion of 
Muslims — was no mean feat. Yet that’s too 
long to maintain nonstop vigilance. Lit- 
tle wonder that Rushdie and his minders 
let down their guards. 

Coming unnervingly close to fulfilling its 
lethal intent, the frenzied assault at onc of the 
world’s most painfully harmless gatherings 
(and I should know) — the literary festival — 
is wretched news not only for the esteemed 
novelist, his family, friends and readers, but 
for all writers and our audiences. Because, 
if experience serves, the response to this 
attempted murder is apt to materialise in two 
layers, like a gleaming vanilla icing slath- 
ered on a mud pie. 

We've already seen the vanilla bit: fellow 
fiction writers such as Hanif Kureishi and 
J.K. Rowling (whose own life was threat- 
ened for expressing her solidarity) decry- 
ing the violence against one of our own and 
underscoring the importance of the right to 
free speech. Countless columnists have fol- 
lowed suit. However laudable, these exhor- 
tations fall sneakily flat. When couched in 
generalities, defences of free speech tend to 
come across as dreary and obvious (again, I 
should know). Only in the particular do these 
discussions get interesting. 

We saw a similar uproar after the Islam- 
ist murders of Charlie Hebdo journalists in 
Paris in 2015, and not merely from the great 
and the good: huge candle-carrying crowds 
rallied around the slogan ‘Je suis Charlie’. 
So the form is that we all agree we mustn’t 
allow these dreadful people to cramp our 
style, declaiming that in western democra- 
cies it’s the fanatics who have to get with 
our programme, not the other way around. In 
the face of efforts to impose sectarian blas- 
phemy prohibitions on multi-faith western 
publics, the superficial lesson runs that free 
speech is our sacred value, which we’ll not 
allow to be trammelled any more than Paki- 
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stan allows the desecration of the Koran. In 
short: ‘You nut jobs can’t push us around.’ 
We’re nourished by our indignation and for- 
tified by our rare unity of purpose. 

Then there’s the mud pie. Our we-shall- 
not-be-moved resolve is a self-flattering 
delusion. In truth, the nut jobs do push us 
around and have been doing so for years. 
The Anglosphere’s cowed acquiescence to 
Islamist bullies was vividly on display dur- 
ing the 2005 Danish cartoons hoo-ha. While 
numerous Continental newspapers defi- 
antly republished those satirical depictions 
of Mohammed to demonstrate that they 
couldn’t be intimidated, mainstream print 
media in the UK, the US and Canada refused 
to — thereby crippling articles about an essen- 
tially pictorial story. 

Tact or fear? British newspapers espe- 
cially have no reputation for tact, so let’s go 
for fear. These folks frighten the bejesus out 


The UK abandoned the principle 
of free expression the moment it 
brought in laws against ‘hate speech’ 


of us, and well do just about anything to 
keep from upsetting them. Terrorism works. 
Thus the mud-pie lesson most of my liter- 
ary colleagues will derive from Rushdie’s 
hideous mutilation is: ‘Avoid writing about 
Islam at all costs, and never step on Mus- 
lim toes.’ Multiple writers and editors have 
already observed that The Satanic Verses 
(1988) would never be published today. 
Rushdie himself might think better of writ- 
ing it now. Contemporary publishing impos- 
es a de facto fatwa on criticism of Islam. 
Besides, absent jihadists, we push one 
another around. The UK abandoned the 
principle of free expression the moment 
it brought in laws against ‘hate speech’, 
which in legal terms lies entirely in the 
eye of the beholder. Unsurprisingly, hate- 
speech laws have continued to expand, vig- 
orously enforced by constabularies who find 
persecuting Twitter perps more rewarding- 
ly trendy, and less dangerous, than arresting 
armed burglars. Britain has formally ele- 
vated the non-right to not be offended over 
the real right to say what you like. The omi- 
nously broad ban may or may not make it 


| into the final Online Safety Bill, but for a 


prohibition against ‘legal but harmful’ con- 
tent to have made it into any version speaks 
volumes. Even ‘causing anxiety’ in Britain 
is a criminal act. 

As many Muslims claim the book hurts 
their feelings, legally The Satanic Verses is 
hate speech. It’s a small step from there to 
the conclusion that last week Rushdie got 
what he had coming. 

[had a revealing exchange at another 
painfully harmless literary festival last year 
when once more discussing the — to me ~ 
cut-and-dried question of whether white 
writers should feel free to craft non-white 
characters (yes; next). An audience member 
asked: ‘Isn’t it really a question of respect?’ 
I said certainly not. I said I was under 
no obligation to ‘respect’ my own charac- 
ters, whom I often subject to derision. Good 
lord, I can gleefully kill my characters, 
and smite them with all manner of humilia- 
tions beforehand. 

This ‘respect’ business is the nugget. We 
no longer understand the word. Real respect 
is never owed but earned, and once upon 
a time we doled it out to those we deemed 
worthy of our regard and withheld it from the 
undeserving. Obsessed with sanctified ‘iden- 
tities’, we’re now required to respect every- 
one, even make-believe characters — so we 
can hardly blame Muslims for demanding 
‘respect’ for their prophet, whom non-Mus- 
lims and lapsed Muslims such as Rushdie 
don’t necessarily revere. By extension, if the 


| Church of the Garden of Eden declares that 


eating apples offends their faith, we’ve all to 
forego Bramley tarts. 

The most effective reply to Rushdie’s 
maiming would surcly be axing the Online 
Safety Bill and repealing every single hate- 
speech statute. (Fat chance.) Otherwise, 
maybe a public campaign to buy The Satan- 
ic Verses until the novel hits number one on 
Amazon. A more whimsical riposte? World- 
wide on the same day, every mainstream 
western publication runs a headline asserting 
that a certain someone ‘has a poopy face’. 
There’s safety in numbers, and the crazies 
are spread too thin to go for all of us. 
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The argument continues online. 
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No competition 


Sir: Ross Clark’s compelling critique of 
the water companies comes to the wrong 
conclusion (‘Water isn’t working’, 13 
August). He is right to say that water 
privatisation has been a failure, but this was 
inevitable given the nature of the industry 
—a monopoly providing an essential public 
service. Clark’s suggestion that there should 
be more competition is unworkable for the 
simple reason that there is too much fixed 
investment stretching back to the 19th 
century and we all have only one pipe into 
our homes. There dre parallels with the rail 
industry, where a quarter of a century of 
trying to introduce competition has resulted 
in a handful of open access services and 
vastly higher costs. The need for regulation, 
price controls and social provision result 

in what I have called ‘faux capitalism’. 
Capitalists should stick to industries where 
genuine entrepreneurs can make more 
money by selling more, not by trying to 
outdo — often all too easily — the regulators. 
Christian Wolmar 

London N7 


Regulatory failures 


Sir: I worked at Thames Water in 1995 
and recall the company campaigning 
enthusiastically to build a new reservoir 
near Abingdon. The rationale given 
was that the consequent increase in the 
company’s capital spending would persuade 
the regulator to allow Thames to raise 
bills by more than the standard inflation- 
based amount. So I doubt Ross Clark’s 
statement that our water companies show a 
‘reluctance to invest in new infrastructure 
other than that required to meet regulator 
demands’. However, if the costs to the 
water companies of breaking the regulator’s 
rules and failing its targets are less than 
what it would cost to properly maintain the 
infrastructure, it is no surprise that they do. 
Clark fingers the Environment Agency 
for some misguided decisions over the 
years. In the past few decades, Britain 
appears to have lost the ability to construct 
badly needed strategic infrastructure — 
reservoirs, roads, oil refineries, power 
stations. Perhaps in a future piece, Clark 
could review the agency’s baleful role in 
bringing about our current malaise. 
Richard North 
Hayling Island, Hampshire 


Lower the flow 


Sir: Martin Vander Weyer (Any other 
business, 13 August) informed us that 
a friend had ‘radically reset’ his boiler 
to improve its efficiency. Greg Jackson, 
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founder of Octopus Energy, has easier advice 
for those with condensing combi boilers: 
turn the flow rate down to 60 degrees. The 
Heating and Hot Water Council says this 
could save 6 to 8 per cent on gas bills. Do 

it now, ready for winter. 

Eddie Hughes 

MP for Walsall North 


Yours truly 


Sir: I have often inflicted my unsolicited 
opinions on Christopher Howse, the 
Telegraph letters page editor (‘Send off’, 
13 August). As he is leaving his role, 

I would like to thank him both for the 
immense patience with which he’s endured 
my relentless verbiage and for the occasions 
when he’s favoured me by printing a 
missive. The feeling of contributing to the 
conversation when you see your name on 
the page is a truly precious moment. 
Robert Frazer 

Salford, Lancashire 


My work is done 


Sir: As a fairly regular correspondent to a 
number of periodicals, I greatly enjoyed 
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Christopher Howse’s piece on the joys of 
editing a newspaper letters page. Over the 
years, letters of mine have achieved most of 
the coveted positions. If this — a letter about 
writing letters — makes it, I shall regard my 
work as done, sit back in my armchair, and 
triumphantly unwrap a Werther’s Original. 
Christopher Goulding 

Newcastle upon Tyne 


The brothers Monsarrat 


Sir: I was interested to read the review 
of Uncommon Courage: The Yachtsmen 
Volunteers of World War IT (Books, 13 
August). My father, Denys Monsarrat, was 
Nicholas’s younger brother, and although 
he started out by crewing for Nicholas, he 
became perhaps the better sailor, winning the 
Trearddur Bay Sailing Club Novice Cup and 
Regatta Cup in 1930 when he was only 16. 
Unlike Nicholas, he joined the army 
rather than the navy at the outbreak of war, 
and was sadly killed in North Africa in 
1943, when I was too young to remember 
him. Later Nicholas wrote a book called 
My Brother Denys in which he describes 
their sailing exploits. His description of 
the agonising tension which builds up at 
the beginning of a race, as the boats jockey 
for position on the starting line, would be 
recognised by anyone who has ever done 
any competitive sailing. The final sentence 
in the book about Denys reads: ‘I wish I 
had known him better.’ Me too. 
Gillian Ford 
Dorchester, Dorset 


Memories of Mickey 


Sir: Your letter from Vida Saunders about 
her father’s devotion to The Spectator 
(Letters, 13 August) reminded me of our 
life in Abadan, Persia, in about 1939, and 
as children playing with Mickey Bayandor, 
surely Vida’s father. At last we have found 
out what happened to him after the war 
scattered us across the world. 

Shirley Campbell 

Leominster 


All kinds of readers 


Sir: Tony Devenish’s letter in last week’s 
magazine mentions a ‘typical Spectator 
reader’. I don’t know what that is; I’ve 
been a subscriber for many years, as I have 
to Private Eye and the Guardian. | have 
never voted Conservative and cannot ever 
imagine doing so. I enjoy the Speccie for 
the quality of its writers, for its arts reviews, 
and for the stimulation of reading opinions 
directly opposing my own. 

Paul Dodd 

Bromsash, Herefordshire 
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ANY OTHER BUSINESS | MARTIN VANDER WEYER 


The realpolitik of Saudi oil profits 
and that infamous fistbump 


ow outraged should we be that Saudi 

Aramco has reported a world-record 

quarterly profit of $48 billion, rep- 
resenting a giant bonus from the global oil 
price spike provoked by the war in Ukraine? 
Well, that’s how the cookie crumbles when 
you’re sitting on oil reserves so abundant 
and so easily accessible that your marginal 
cost of producing the next barrel is less than 
$10 when the market price has just doubled 
to $130 — as it did in March, before settling 
back to around $95 today. 

And you might think that this recent price 
retreat is likely to continue as oil demand 
begins to shrink with the onset of recession 
in developed economies — just as you worry 
that your own reserves will one day dwin- 
dle. So reaping maximum short-term returns 
is the best thing you can do for your still 
underdeveloped desert country, especially if 
(as Aramco likes to do) you can present a 
narrative about reinvesting some of the pro- 
ceeds in hydrogen and other green technolo- 
gies that will eventually take you to net zero, 

That’s evidently the way Saudi leader 
Mohammed bin Salman — MBS for short, best 
known for denying that he ordered the murder 
of the dissident journalist Jamal Khashoggi 
—was thinking last month at the moment of 
his infamous fist-bump with Joe Biden in 
Jeddah. That gesture of deferential recogni- 
tion by the US President, and his request for 
help to ease oil supply, earned what was wide- 
ly called ‘a slap in the face’ from the Saudi- 
led Opec group of oil-producing countries, 
in the form of a token 100,000 barrels-per- 
day production increase — when Opec’s own 
forecast says daily global demand is about 
to exceed 100 million barrels. 

Meanwhile, MBS’s kinsman Prince 
Alwaleed bin Talal is reported to have invest- 
ed half a billion dollars in three sanctioned 
Russian oil companies, Gazprom, Rosneft 
and Lukoil, just as the war was kicking off. 
To answer my opening question, outrage 
at any one-off windfall profit is generally 
pointless — but what this story tells us is that 
the super-rich Saudis regard western powers 
as supplicants who can be gamed to advan- 
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tage, and the pariah that is Putin’s Russia as 
a regime they can do business with. That’s 
the realpolitik - and it ain’t going to help any 
of us through the current energy crisis. 


Flattening the peak 


Speaking of which, there’s small comfort to 
be had from the news that Centrica’s Rough 
gas storage site under the North Sea off 
the Yorkshire coast -~ whose closure in 2017 
was lamented by James Forsyth last week 
— has been approved for reopening next 
month. Even if the facility only holds a few 
days’ worth of fuel, it should ease the risk 
of shortages and shutdowns at periods of 
peak demand. But there’s no practical pro- 
posal so far that comes close to addressing 
the central and most certain feature of this 
crisis, which is the rise and rise again of 
domestic and business energy bills, driven 
inexorably by the global price of gas. 

Sir Keir Starmer’s proposal of a tem- 
porary consumer price freeze, costly to the 
Treasury though it would be, might have 
some merit if it would subdue inflation 
and hold off business bankruptcies as well 
as meeting the urgent priority of allowing 
poorer households to stay warm through the 
winter. But it’s not going to happen, because 
he’s not in power and a Truss government, if 
that’s what’s coming, isn’t going to borrow 
it from him. 

Instead we're promised unfocused tax cuts 
plus possible reductions in VAT and green 
levies. But what the new administration 
should borrow, whether from policy thinkers 
of any stripe or from the energy companies 
themselves, are ideas that might create a less 
crisis-prone energy market while flattening 
the peak and spreading the impact forward 
beyond the point (most likely following an 
eventual ceasefire in Ukraine) at which gas 
ptices begin falling back to normality. 

Best so far is a scheme floated by Scottish 
Power and Eon (and reported in the Sun- 
day Times) for a bank-funded, government- 
backed ‘deficit fund’ that would enable 
suppliers to cap customers’ bills for two years 
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uncoupled from global prices, borrow the 
resultant shortfall and pay it back over ten 
to 15 years. Let’s face it, ministers alone 
can’t repair the ravages of this geopolitical 
earthquake, nor can the forces of free-market 
capitalism. But an enlightened combination 
of ‘whatever it takes’ government and long- 
term strategic business leadership surely 
holds that power. 


The Brits are back 


At least I’ve spotted one entreprencur with 
a spring in his step, despite all of the above: 
he’s the local estate agent in La France pro- 
fonde and he’s never been busier. French 
city-dwellers took to buying rural property 
during the pandemic and haven’t stopped. 
More surprisingly, he tells me, ‘the Brits 
are back’ after several years in which many 
sold up and returned to Blighty. This sum- 
mer — despite the weak pound, reinforced 
pet passport bureaucracy and the Schengen 
area’s rolling-90-days-in- 180 residency limit 
— British buyers are so keen that some sales 
are completed without a visit, merely on the 
basis of a FaceTime tour. 

What’s happening? The surge is in part 
a spin-off from what Rightmove calls the 
‘frenzied’ rise of UK house prices over the 
past two years. This month’s seasonal dip 
may herald a weaker market in the autumn 
— but even so, if you can sell your suburban 
semi for a million, less than half the pro- 
ceeds will buy you a small medieval chateau 
in my own Dordogne village or a farmhouse 
with two letting gites just over the hills in the 
Lot. And despite inflation, the cash left over 
could fund you for a decade. 

The other factor is relentless doomster- 
ism from home. Try sitting on a sunlit French 
breakfast terrace listening to the Today pro- 
gramme’s recital of miseries to come, from 
power cuts and crop failures to NHS collapse. 
Last week’s Spectator Diary by Sarah Vine, 
sent from a few miles further south, caught 
that feeling exactly. Her punchline, ‘You 
know where to find me, Santé’, summed up 
a property boom no one saw coming. 
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David Warner in ‘Time 
Bandits’ (1981) 
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The Russian enigma 


Nothing is certain in a country where the past 
is constantly rewritten, says Owen Matthews 


Russia - Myths and Realities: 
The History of a Country With 
an Unpredictable Past 

by Rodric Braithwaite 

Profile, £16.99, pp. 224 


The Shortest History of the 
Soviet Union 

by Sheila Fitzpatrick 

Old Street, £12.99, pp. 256 


Enforced brevity focuses the mind wonder- 
fully. And when the minds in question are 
two of the West’s most interesting historians 
of Russia, the result is a distillation of insight 
that’s vitally timely. Sir Rodric Braithwaite 
was Britain’s ambassador to Moscow from 
1988-92 during the collapse of the USSR 
(where he was the boss of Christopher 
Steele, of Trump dossier fame), then chaired 
the UK’s Joint Intelligence Committee. He 
went on to write the brilliant A/gantsy, a his- 
tory of the USSR’s disastrous Afghan war 
and its impact on the Soviet Union’s col- 
lapse, and Moscow 1941, a people’s histo- 
ry of the heroic Soviet fight against Nazism. 
Sheila Fitzpatrick is an Australian historian 
who has been writing about Soviet educa- 
tion, culture and politics since the 1970s. 
Both have now produced brief and highly 
readable histories of, respectively, Russia 
and the USSR that channel the pithy, punchy 
spirit of the great Norman Stone’s short his- 
tories of Turkey and Hungary. 

Fitzpatrick’s book, covering 70 years rath- 
er than more than a millennium, is inevitably 
the more detailed. One of the great virtues 
of such short histories is that they empha- 
sise what specialists may regard as the bleed- 
ing obvious — but it is the obvious truths 
often buried in detail that bear restating. For 
instance, there is the paradox that the Bol- 
shevik revolution was led in large part by 
members of national minorities — from Jews 
to Georgians to Latvians and Poles — who 
had suffered under the Russian empire yet 
ultimately recreated it. And there is the often 
forgotten fact that despite the bloodshed and 
political repressions of the USSR, the Soviet 
century saw life expectancy double and uni- 
versity education quintuple. ‘For many Rus- 
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sians, whose birth state [the USSR] was, the 
narrative was different’ from the West’s view 
of Soviet history, she writes: 


Coming out of backwardness, Russia had miracu- 
lously won its 20th-century place in the sun, first 
leading the world towards socialism and later 
becoming a superpower — and then all that was 
suddenly snatched away for no apparent rea- 
son, along with the respect of the world and the 
empire inherited from the Tsars. 


There are many surprises here even for 
cognoscenti of Russian history. Khrush- 
chev’s speech denouncing Stalin to the 20th 
Party Congress was labelled ‘the Secret 
Speech’ in the West — in part because of 
a feeble attempt to keep its contents from 
being published abroad. But, as Fitzpatrick 


Ina 2017 opinion poll, Russians 
chose Putin, Stalin and Lenin as 
their ‘most respected’ leaders 


reminds us, ‘domestically it was no secret at 
all, for it was read out in its entirety at party 
meetings held throughout the country (and 
open to those who were not party members) 
... Passionate public discussion followed.’ 
There are a few odd omissions and errors. 
Fitzpatrick lists Lenin’s ancestry as having 
‘some German and Jewish in the mix’, but 
doesn’t mention his half-Kalmyk mother, 
from whom the Bolshevik leader inherited 
his distinctly Central Asian features. Niki- 
ta Khrushchev did not ‘secretly send some 
intercontinental nuclear missiles’ to Cuba; 
he sent medium and intermediate-range 
missiles to the Caribbean precisely because 
stockpiles of intercontinental ones that could 
strike the US from the USSR were vanish- 
ingly small. The resulting massive increase 
in Soviet capacity to strike America was the 
whole point of the ensuing crisis. And she 
writes that ‘as luck would have it, 1986 was 
the year that oil prices started going down 
from their historic highs of the !970s and 
early ’80s’ - a crash that, according to the 
leading reformer and economic historian of 
the USSR Yegor Gaidar, led directly to the 
collapse of a Soviet state that had become 
fatally dependent on petrodollars, But ‘luck’ 


had nothing to do with it. The price crash 
was the result of a deliberate US govern- 
ment policy to persuade the Saudis to punish 
Moscow for the invasion of Afghanistan and 
was championed by the flamboyant Texas 
Congressman Charlie Wilson. 

Braithwaite’s narrative, from the origins 
of Kievan Rus to Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, 
is wise and thorough. It’s the work of a man 
with a deep inside knowledge of and sympa- 
thy for Russia’s people and their culture. ‘The 
Russians are fascinating, ingenious, creative, 
sentimental, warm-hearted, generous, obsti- 
nately courageous, endlessly tough, often 
devious, brutal and ruthless,’ writes Braith- 
waite. But despite his obvious affection, he 
remains clear-eyed about their ‘underlying 
and corrosive pessimism’ and ‘resentment 
that their country is insufficiently understood 
and respected by foreigners’. 

A key theme is the mismatch between 
Russia’s superficially western culture and 
more profound, chthonic strains of mysti- 
cism and traditionalism that have periodi- 
cally risen and fallen over the past three 
centuries. Peter the Great declared that, 
thanks to his modernising efforts, ‘We have 
come out of the darkness into the light and 
people who did not know us now do us hon- 
our’. But to the snide 19th-century French 
traveller the Marquis de Custine, the result 
was a patchily civilised aristocracy which 
reminded him of ‘trained bears who made 
you long for the wild ones’. For the Slavo- 
phile historian Nikolai Karamzin: ‘We 
became citizens of the world but ceased in 
certain respects to be citizens of Russia. The 
fault is Peter’s.’ Vladimir Putin, unfortunate- 
ly, evidently agrees. 

Another theme is the use and abuse of 
history in ‘a country with an unpredictable 
past’ — as Braithwaite’s subtitle notes, quot- 
ing an old Soviet joke. Every country has 
‘a national narrative constructed from fact, 
fact misremembered, and myth’, he writes. 
‘They hold us together in a “nation” and 
inspire us to sacrifice ourselves in its name.” 
But nowhere else in the modern world has 
seen history so recently and vehemently 
twisted to create an ideological framework 
and justification for aggression and repres- 
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